The Old Commissariat by unknown
Of the first buildings erected when Brisbane was founded 
in the 1820s, this one remains for the viewing.... 
THE OLD COMMISSARIAT 
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THE MORETON BAY STORY 
When John Oxley discovered the Brisbane River in 1823, the 
authorities in Sydney were quick to realise that Moreton Bay was a 
suitable place at which to establish an outpost settlement for convicts. 
The first party came in the hrig Amity in 1824, and after a few un-
comfortable months at Redcliffe, moved up the River to the future 
site of Brisbane. 
The spot they chose as administrative centre for the settlement was 
along the river-side strip extending from the present Law Courts, on 
the North Quay above Victoria Bridge, to where the Parliamentary 
Annexe now stands at Alice Street. Within that first thin sweep of 
buildings they built the Commandant's Cottage, on land later 
occupied by the Government Printing Office; and almost exactly op-
posite, in William Street, was the Commissariat. 
At the heart of Brisbane's history: The Old Commissariat Stores, 
headquarters of the Royal Historical Society of Queensland. 
Today the Old Commissariat Stores and the famous windmill on 
Wickham Terrace, which was built about the same time, are the only 
visible remnants of the Moreton Bay convict era. They are the city's 
and the State's oldest historic buHdings. 
The date on which building of the Old Commissariat began is stUl 
wrapped in doubt. 'The Brisbane Centenary Official Historical 
Souvenir', pubHshed in 1924, says the ground floor was begun 
almost immediately after the first party arrived, 'a commencement 
probably being made by the end of 1824'. 
However, the year 1829 and the Royal cypher of King George the 
Fourth, then reigning, are inscribed in the gable of the building on 
the River side, overlooking the landing area that became known as 
Queen's Wharf. (It was caUed King's Jetty before Queen Victoria's 
accession in 1837.) The 1829 date is officially accepted, in the 
absence of any recorded evidence to the contrary. But at least one 
researcher's view is that this inscription is not necessarily inconsistent 
with an earHer starting of the work. And for these reasons: Such a 
building would logically have been sited close to the wharf at a very 
early stage of development, since it entailed the receiving and storing 
of weighty deliveries at the settlement's chief point of maritime 
entry. So, the theory runs, a project started in 1824, however urgent, 
might StiH have been on the uncompleted Hst until 1828 or 1829, 
depending on the pressures to which the building programme was 
being subjected. 
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Royal cypher and date of 1829 above the door before building was renovated. 
CAPTAIN LOGAN'S ROLE 
Whatever the priorities allotted for the first building of the 
Moreton Bay Penal Setdement, official records certainly give the lay-
ing of the foundations of the Commissariat as taking place in 1828. 
Captain Logan was then Commandant, living out a reputation that 
has been marked in history as one of tyranny, repression, and the 
cruel exercise of authority; but one in which he also must be given 
credit for valuable and often courageous work in local exploration, 
and in the material development of the settlement in the five years in 
which he ruled it, between 1825 and 1830. 
By 1828 the Kangaroo Point quarries were in operation and stone 
was being brought across the River by punt. Logan ordered speedier 
work on all construction, including the Commissariat, which with its 
retaining walls was built wholly by convict labour under his direction. 
Captain Patrick Logan (Courtesy John Oxley Library) 
BUILT TO SURVIVE 
It was the most stoutly built of all the official structures in that 
part of the settlement. Its walls were thick, and the workmanship was 
of a quality to suggest that some of the convicts assigned to it were 
weU versed in skills of the building trades. That probably accounts 
for hs survival through later years, when other buildings around it 
were being demolished in the name of progress. 
Vishors to the Old Commissariat Stores today can see the founda-
tions of dressed Brisbane Tuff (a volcanic ash); and the walls, up to a 
top storey added in 1913 to give direct access to the building from 
WilHam Street, also of dressed Tuff with corner-stones, pillars, sills 
and lintels of sandstone. 
The top floor is of cement-rendered brick. The roof, originally of 
shingles and later of corrugated iron, has been restored in slate. The 
shingles were reported to be stUl under the iron when an examination 
was made in 1909, and were probably removed in 1912-13 when the 
adding of the extra storey necessitated the raising and repositioning 
of the roof. The operation also required the placing of eight new 
timber pillars to support the weight of the first floor while the addi-
tional storey was being buUt on to the main stone structure. 
A doorway framed in historic 
stones. 
The William Street entrance. 
TRAGEDY COMES TWICE 
Logan did not Hve long to see the fruits of his quickened pro-
gramme of building. On an expedition out from Limestone (Ipswich) 
he was murdered, presumably by aborigines, in 1830.He was alone at 
the time. The battering of his face and head suggested a clubbing 
with nulla-nullas; but, contrary to aboriginal custom, the body had 
been buried, giving rise to the behef that- white men — possibly 
absconded convicts who had endured floggings or other punishment 
at the hands of the authorities — may have been party to the crime. 
The mystery was never solved. 
But tragedy had touched the Commissariat earlier; and Logan 
figured in a killing other than his own. 
On 27 September 1828 — a significant date that would seem to settle 
doubts about the actual time of the building's construction — John 
Brungar, one of the gang of convicts working on the Commissariat's 
foundations, quarrelled violently with another, William Perfoot, 
over the possession of a smaller and lighter pick-axe which Perfoot 
was using. Brungar rushed past a guard and embedded his own pick-
axe in Perfoot's head. Perfoot was wheeled to hospital in a barrow, 
and died five days later. 
Logan, as Justice of the Peace for Moreton Bay, spent days taking 
sworn depositions from witnesses to the crime and from Dr. Cowper 
who tended the dying man. When the papers reached Sydney, 
Brungar was ordered to be brought there for trial. He was convicted, 
and on 18 April 1829 was hanged for the murder. Two lives had now 
paid for the building of an Army supply store on the banks of the 
Brisbane River. 
Section of William Street, Brisbane in 1865. On river's edge the Old 
Commissariat Stores and Stirling's Ferry. 
SOWING THE SEED FOR STATEHOOD 
For ten years after that the Commissariat, prominent in the cluster 
of official buildings along the River, performed the function for 
which it was built. In a plan dated 1838, the south-eastern end of the 
first floor is marked as being in use as an Engineers Store, and the 
north-eastern end as a Clothing Store. The centre section is marked 
as 'Commissariat', which is taken to mean a storeroom for general 
supply. 
In 1839 the penal settlement was closed and the transportation of 
convicts ended. Free setdement was begun; slowly at first, but in 
definite opening of a new colonial era. 
Cunningham's explorations beyond the Dividing Range in 1827 
and 1828 had paved the way for what now came: the first pastoral 
settlement on the DarHng Downs in 1840. The seed for Statehood 
had been sown. 
Until Queensland's separation from New South Wales in 1859, the 
building that had begun as an Army adjunct was turned to civihan 
use as the 'Colonial Store'. It served for a time as the Colony's first 
bonded store until the Customs Office was opened at Petrie Bight in 
1846. 
Twice in its history — in the 1850s and again in the 1870s and 
1880s, both periods of high immigration — it was used at least par-
tially to accommodate overflowing streams of migrants while larger 
depots for them were being built. Seemingly it had brief use as a 
lock-up and police barracks, and about the time of Separation the 
new Queensland Government was toying with the idea of putting it 
to more permanent use in those directions. A vote fpr the purpose 
was, in fact, included in Queensland's first PubHc Works estimates 
for 1860-61, but the idea was not pursued. The buildirig was never in 
the real sense a jail, and it reverted solely to storage use in 1865. 
In the 'blood or bread' riots caused by a financial crisis in 1866, 
the store-filled building with the heavily barred windows was the cen-
tre of angry attention when rioters marched down WiUiam Street and 
damaged the doors by pelting large stones but stopped short of stor-
ming the building after police arrived to disperse them. 
The time-worn structure was used as a Stores buUding untU 1965, 
when it was occupied temporarily by State Archives, and later by 
other State instrumentaHties. 
RESTORATION BY GOVERNMENT 
The Royal Historical Society acknowledges with thanks the 
generosity of the Government of Queensland in restoring the Old 
Commissariat building at considerable cost, and placing it at the 
Society's service as Headquarters. 
There could be no more fitting base for the work of preserving the 
history begun in an era of which this building is one of the last two 
visible signs. 
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Building viewed from adjacent park. 
• The top floor is being used as a Research, Study and 
Reference area and for the housing of The Thomas Welby 
Memorial Library, bequeathed to the Society by one of its 
former presidents who was an eminent historian of Brisbane 
and Moreton Bay; 
• The Museum, situated on the middle floor and with public ac-
cess through the adjacent Park, permits the display of historic 
items or acquisitions, including a famous costume collection. 
Space is also provided on this level for the Society's records; 
• The ground floor is used for meetings and for general ad-
ministrative purposes of the Society. 
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